Life-styles, adaptive strategies, and sexual behaviors of homeless adolescents.
The purpose of this study was to gather information about homeless adolescents, a largely invisible and understudied population. Highly trained interviewers conducted structured face-to-face field interviews with 93 homeless adolescents between the ages of 13 and 17 in the Hollywood area of Los Angeles. Seventy-nine percent of the sample had experienced more than one homeless episode in their lifetime, and almost a fourth reported more than ten episodes. Mean length of time homeless was 440 days (median of 201 days). Aggressive and violent behaviors, including stealing, destruction of property, and physical fights, were common. The sample had a high prevalence of several mental disorders, including conduct disorder with aggression, major depression, and alcohol and drug abuse. Almost half had attempted suicide. Nearly all the adolescents were sexually active; about a third had more than ten partners in the previous year. About a third reported trading sex for money, food, or drugs. Although most had basic knowledge of HIV transmission and used some form of birth control, little more than half had used a condom in the most recent sexual encounter, and 18 percent reported sex with intravenous drug users. Further research on this population is needed, and follow-up contacts in particular are essential in developing appropriate and successful service programs for them.